THE TRIAL OCF THE PYX 


Members of the Annual Assay Commission are participants ina 
ritual which has persisted throughout the centuries. While its 
origin is lost in antiquity it is known that the ancient Greeks 
took much pride in the weight and fineness of their coins and the 
authorities kept a close check on the coiners. The Romans minted 
their coins in the Temple of Juno Moneta, and while they may have 
attributed the fineness of their coins to that goddess, we can be 
sure that the realistic Romans didn't trust to luck entirely. 


From The Coinage of England by Charles Oman we learn that 
during the period of the Crusades the Anglo-Saxons gave consider- 
able attention to the weight and fineness of their coin. Laws 
approved by Ethelred's Witan at London in 1002 provided heavy 
penalties for any mint master who took his tools to a secret place 
-- a wood is suggested -- and there, out of sight of all witnesses, 
struck coins which were unsatisfactory in weight or metal. Ap- 
parently this was sometimes done in collusion with merchants who 
went to a moneyer with low-quality foreign pence or base bullion 
and induced him to recoin them with his dies in a surreptitious 
fashion. 


After the Norman Conquest of England the weight and purity of 
the King's pennies showed a marked decline. In order to establish 
a sound money policy and to correct the situation before Christmas 
in the year 1124, Henry I commanded that all moneyers of England 
should be deprived of their members. The decree was carried out on 
some 94 hapless individuals, prompting one chronicler's report that 
there was a great money scarcity the following year due to lack of 
moneyers. 


A more sociable gathering took place in 1208 when King John 

_ summoned his moneyers to Westminster. They brought their workmen, 
assayers and dies with them, apparently for a general assize and 
verification of issues like the Trial of the Pyx of later days. 


Records tell of an assembly in 1248 of moneyers, custodes 
cuneorum (die mechanics) and assayers of all the mints. The meet- 
ing was attended by Henry III, the Mayor of London and many magnates, 
at which time a jury of professional goldsmiths made assays of two 
wedges of silver, one of pure metal and one of the standard coinage 
metal. 


The Trial of the Pyx became established as a continuous and 
regular ceremony during the reign of Edward III (1327-1376). By 
his proclamation, it was provided: 





"So soom as the moneys are coyned and compleate, the 
Warden to receave yt as the Master receaveth yt from 
the monerers, and putt yt in one Chest shut with two 
keys. And before the moneys bee paid to the Marchant, 
as the request of the said Master, the Warden shall 
make tryall of yt, and if yt shall not bee so good 

as yt is undertaken, yt shalbee retorned to the said 
Master to bee remolten at his owne proper costs." 


This "assize" consisted of placing in small sealed boxes (pyxides) 
fair, random samples of the gold and silver currencies which were 
then weighed in the presence of the King's representatives and 
finally melted down and refined in order that their fineness might 
be verified. There was a "remedy" allowed for slight excess or 
defect of weight in individual coins, but the whole bulk of each 
box was required to correspond to the amount in grains and penny- 
weights which the sum in the box represented by count. The object 
of refining, with a small similar "remedy" for loss of metal in the 
furnace, was to discover whether there was the proper residuum of 
pure gold or silver left in the cupel after the moderate amount of 
official alloy had been evaporated in the furnace. The trials were 
at first at such short intervals - three months - that it was neces- 
sary to have a distinguishing privy mark for the coins of each tri- 
mestral issue, in order that it might be certain that only the most 
recent emission was being tested. 


Alexander Hamilton, in presenting to the Congress in 1791 the 
result of his “inquiries and reflections" relative to the establish- 
ment of a Mint, concluded that the "remedy for errors in the weight 
and alloy of the coins must necessarily form a part in the system of 
the Mint; and the manner of applying it will require to be regulated." 
In his message he described the English system of preserving samples 
of coinage in the pyx box, for mass assaying by a jury of the Company 
of Goldsmiths in the presence of the Lord Chancellor, the officers of 
the Treasury and others. 


The Mint of the United States was established in 1792. The same 
Act of Congress which authorized it also provided for the Annual Assay 
Commission to be composed of the Chief Justice of the United States, 
the Secretary and Comptroller of the Treasury, the Secretary of the 
Department of State and the Attorney General of the United States. 


Regular coinage commenced in 1793. However, it has been stated 
that the first coins from the Philadelphia Mint were silver half dimes, 
struck in October of 1792, and also some silver dimes. These pieces 
were in the nature of pattern or experimental strikes. According to 
the record books of Henry Voigt, the chief coiner, thirty and one-half 
gallons of rum were purchased during that month. As there were but few 
employees around the Mint then to consume so much rum, speculation is 
that some kind of entertainment or celebration took place on this momen- 
tous occasion. 


Whether an Assay Commission was appointed to examine these 
early pieces is not known. However, it is believed that the Assay 
Commission has met each year since it was first created in 1792, 
with few exceptions. In 1801, when the capital was moved, the 
February meeting was postponed. It is presumed that the condition 
of the roads in mid-winter made it impossible to travel with horses 
from Washington to Philadelphia. When the meeting could not be 
held on the prescribed date, Elias Boudinot, Director of the Mint, 
wrote an indignant letter to President John Adams complaining that 
the public's confidence was being undermined and that the depositors 
were clamoring for the coins retained for examination. In those days 
the Mint operated on a "custom" basis, taking in bullion from indi- 
viduals and returning to them an appropriate weight of coins. Thus 
the specimens retained for the annual assaying really belonged to the 
customers of the Mint. Congress solved the problem by providing for 
a meeting in April of that year. 


There is some evidence that an Assay Commission did not meet in 
1817 to examine the prior year's silver coinage because there was 
none. The reason, it appears, was that on January 11, 1816 a fire 
broke out in the millhouse, an old wooden shack in the Mint's back- 
yard and this blaze spread to the adjoining building which contained 
the rolling and drawing apparatus necessary to make planchets for 
gold and silver coins, causing extensive damage which was not repaired 
until the following year. 


The law now provides that the Assay Commission shall be composed 
of the Judge of the District Court for the Eastern District of Penn- 
sylvania, the Comptroller of the Currency, the Assayer of the Assay 
Office at New York and such other persons as the President shall 
designate. The first authorization for the public to serve on the 
Commission was provided by statute in 1837. Being composed almost 
entirely of impartial citizens, independent of the Mint service, the 
Assay Commission reports to the President any deviations in coins 
beyond the legal limits. The object of its meeting is to insure the 
greatest care on the part of the coiners in conforming in all respects 
to legal weights and finenesses. The knowledge that any coin may be 
selected for this check has an excellent psychological effect upon the 
officers of the coinage mints, which is of great value in keeping our 
coinage standards at the highest possible level. 


As the annual assay or trial of the coinage takes place after the 
coin has been issued, any error that might have occurred would not be 
discovered in time for its prompt correction. It is for this reason 
that for over fifty years precautionary measures have been instituted 
to make special assays before coin is released. Each Mint Assayer, 
an independent official appointed by the President, is required to 
certify that all coinage ingots prepared in the Mint and strip pur- 
chased from outside contractors are within legal limits of deviation 
before they are delivered to the Coining Division, and no ingots or 
purchased strip may be used for coinage which are not so certified 
by the Assayer. After the ingots are received by the coiner, 


the latter is required to adjust the weight of the single pieces 
of coin produced so as to have them conform with the legal limits 
of tolerance. When a delivery of finished coin is turned over to 
the Superintendent of the Mint, there is taken at random not less 
than one piece for each 100,000 pieces, or fractional part thereof, 
of subsidiary coins and dollars delivered, except that one piece 
for each 200,000 dimes delivered is taken. Samples are taken for 
the annual assay without selection or previous weighing. Further, 
subsidiary coins and dollars from each delivery made to the Super- 
intendent must be sent to the Office of the Director of the Mint 
in Washington where they are tested for conformity in weight and 
fineness before they may be released to the Federal Reserve Banks 
and Branches which distribute the coin to the banking system 
throughout the Nation. 


During Calendar year 1975 the United States Mints produced 
several hundred million pieces of dollars and subsidiary coin. 
Inasmuch as the pyx box contains many thousand coins taken at 
random throughout the year from Mint production, it is clear that 
the Commission could not be expected to examine every single one 
of them. The Commission is therefore expected to examine only 
such number as satisfies it as being representative of the whole. 


Each year the Commission adopts, with such modifications as 
it deems appropriate, the set of rules for its organization and 
government used by the previous Commission. With little change, 
the same rules have been in effect since 1856 when they were pre- 
pared by the Senior Federal Judge in Philadelphia, the District 
Attorney and the Collector of Customs for the Port of Philadelphia. 


EXCERPTS FROM EARLY ASSAY COMMISSION PROCEEDINGS 


In the 1840s the Assay Commission procedures were recorded 
in beautiful, ornate Spencerian script, carefully reciting the enabling 
laws and procedures. Regulars in attendance, dictated by the Act of 
January 18, 1837, included judge of the United States district court 
for the eastern district of Pennsylvania, collector for the port of 
Pennsylvania, and the U.S. attorney for the eastern district. 


They were joined by commissioners appointed by the president. 
These were men of high station, many from the academic, judicial 
and military world: Example: One commissioner was a professor 
from Yale “College”. (For posterity names of every commissioner 
may be found in the National Archives.) Always present were officers 
of the mint: director, treasurer, chief coiner, melter and refiner, 
assayer, assistant assayer and engraver. Protocol was carefully 
followed, making certain “a majority of the whole number of the 
commissioners legally constituted being ascertained as to be 
present”... 


The minutes carefully recorded names of anyone who left 
during the process or who were absent. For example, it was recorded 
one official had to leave before the assay, and the collector of the 
port did not attend in 1843. The next year the engraver was 
“prevented from attending by sickness.” The commissioners who 
seemed to be the Who’s Who of The East Coast were charged with 
“the purpose of making the annual trial of the pieces of the gold and 
silver coins reserved from time to time at the Philadelphia Mint and 
its branches.” 


The commission revised internal rules in 1857 but the official 
1837 act remained in effect. In 1863, when “a majority of the 
number of commissioners legally constituted not being present,” the 
director of the mint designated the next day for the official meeting, 
with those present sufficient, and the commissioners present agreed. 
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The commissioners were informed each year of every major 
change of mint and branch mint personnel from superintendent to 
assistant coiner. At the 1852 meeting, the commissioners paid 
tribute to chief coiner Adam Eckfeldt, calling him a friend of 
everyone connected with the mint. The 1858 minutes reflect close 
mint identity with the assay commission. The director of the mint 
said: “I rise to perform a melancholy duty, to suggest that some 
memento should be placed in the minutes of this board to express its 
respect for the memory of the Hon. John R. Kane, Pennsylvania 
district judge, who for many years presided at the annual trials of the 
coinage of the United States. With characteristic devotion to his 
public duties, at the last annual assay, Judge Kane arose from a sick 
bed to take his accustomed place.” 


Records for the 1846 session show: “The gold and silver coins 
from the Philadelphia Mint, reserved from time to time during the 
year 1845 ...were taken from the chest in which they had been kept, 
and were counted and the number and kind of pieces compared with 
the registers and found to correspond in every particular.” 


“Also the gold and silver coins from the Branch Mint at New 
Orleans and the gold coins from the Branch Mint at Dahlonega 
transmitted under seal to the Director of the Mint.” (Charlotte, N. C. 
was added the next year.) The reserved gold pieces counted in 1846 
amounted to $1,232.50. 
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